


The Mauritius Miracle 
In 1961 James Meade, a Nobel Prize recipient in economics, famously predicted a dismal 
future for Mauritius because of its vulnerabilities to weather and price shocks and 
lack of job opportunities outside the sugar sector. The island nation has defied those 
predictions, transforming itself from a poor sugar economy into a country with one of 
the highest per capita incomes among African countries in what has become known as 
the Mauritius Miracle.

Although a variety of explanations have been advanced to explain Mauritius’s growth, 
the country’s focus on international trade has been, without doubt, a critical element 
of that performance. Mauritius’s preferential access to trading partners, particularly the 
European Union (EU), in the sugar, textile, and clothing sectors resulted in subsidies 
for the export sector and provided important foreign exchange for the economy. 
Preferential trading deals accounted for strong growth in Mauritius’s total exports 
between the 1970s and the 1990s.

It was in particular the journey to becoming an offshore financial hub – which started 
in 1989 – which allowed Mauritius to move away from agricultural dependence and 
diversify its economy. Positioning itself as a gateway to Africa, officials embarked on 
a plan to become the jurisdiction of choice for investors and multinationals seeking to 
invest in Africa. This plan was solidified through the enactment of the 1992 Mauritius 
Offshore Business Activity Act - a highly business friendly set of rules that spurred 
growth even further. 

Headline figures related to Mauritius’s economic performance are impressive. Growth 
of real gross domestic product (GDP) has averaged more than 5 percent a year since 
1970, and annual growth in real per capita income has likewise been strong. GDP per 
capita increased about sevenfold between 1976 and 2008, from less than $1,000 to 
roughly $7,000. Imports and exports have boomed; together, they reached more than 
100 percent of GDP during the late 1990s and early 2000s.

Below are a few graphs which indicate the positive effects that this economic growth 
has had on the island and its people:



 
Table A: Mauritius’ HDI trends based on consistent time series data and new goalposts 

 Life expectancy 
at birth 

Expected years 
of schooling 

Mean years of 
schooling 

GNI per capita 
(2017 PPP$) HDI value 

1990 69.4 10.5 5.7 8,046 0.624 
1995 70.3 11.2 6.3 9,669 0.653 
2000 71.2 12.2 6.2 12,032 0.678 
2005 72.4 13.4 7.2 13,765 0.717 
2010 73.5 14.1 8.2 16,927 0.751 
2015 74.5 15.1 9.1 21,651 0.789 
2016 74.6 15.0 9.3 22,407 0.794 
2017 74.7 15.1 9.3 23,536 0.797 
2018 74.9 15.1 9.4 24,408 0.801 
2019 75.0 15.1 9.5 25,266 0.804 

 
Figure 1 below shows the contribution of each component index to Mauritius’ HDI since 1990.  
 

 
Figure 1: Trends in Mauritius’ HDI component indices 1990-2019 

 
 
 
2.2- Assessing progress relative to other countries 
 
Human development progress, as measured by the HDI, is useful for comparison between two or more 
countries. For instance, during the period between 1990 and 2019 Mauritius, South Africa and Gabon 
experienced different degrees of progress toward increasing their HDIs (see Figure 2). 
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Figure 2: HDI trends for Mauritius, South Africa and Gabon, 1990-2019 

 
 
Mauritius’ 2019 HDI of 0.804 is below the average of 0.898 for countries in the very high human development 
group and above the average of 0.547 for countries in Sub-Saharan Africa. From Sub-Saharan Africa, 
Mauritius is compared with Botswana and Gabon, which have HDIs ranked 100 and 119, respectively (see 
Table B). 
 
Table B: Mauritius’ HDI and component indicators for 2019 relative to selected countries and groups 

 HDI value HDI rank 
Life 

expectancy 
at birth 

Expected 
years of 

schooling 
Mean years 
of schooling 

GNI per 
capita 

(2017 PPP 
US$) 

Mauritius 0.804 66 75.0 15.1 9.5 25,266 
Botswana 0.735 100 69.6 12.8 9.6 16,437 
Gabon 0.703 119 66.5 13.0 8.7 13,930 
Sub-Saharan Africa 0.547 — 61.5 10.1 5.8 3,686 
Very high HDI 0.898 — 79.6 16.3 12.2 44,566 

 
 

3- Inequality-adjusted HDI (IHDI) 
 

The HDI is an average measure of basic human development achievements in a country. Like all averages, 
the HDI masks inequality in the distribution of human development across the population at the country 
level. The 2010 Human Development Report introduced the IHDI, which takes into account inequality in all 
three dimensions of the HDI by ‘discounting’ each dimension’s average value according to its level of 
inequality. The IHDI is basically the HDI discounted for inequalities. The ‘loss’ in human development due 
to inequality is given by the difference between the HDI and the IHDI, and can be expressed as a 
percentage. As the inequality in a country increases, the loss in human development also increases. We 
also present the coefficient of human inequality as a direct measure of inequality which is an unweighted 
average of inequalities in three dimensions. The IHDI is calculated for 152 countries. For more details see 
Technical Note 2. 
 
Mauritius’ HDI for 2019 is 0.804. However, when the value is discounted for inequality, the HDI falls to 0.694, 
a loss of 13.7 percent due to inequality in the distribution of the HDI dimension indices. Gabon shows a loss 




